Journal of the Department of Agriculture,
Western Australia, Series 4
Volume 28
Number 2 1987

Article 7

1-1-1987

Sheep lice : prospects for eradication
F C. Wilkinson

Follow this and additional works at: https://researchlibrary.agric.wa.gov.au/journal_agriculture4
Part of the Entomology Commons, Parasitic Diseases Commons, and the Sheep and Goat Science
Commons

Recommended Citation
Wilkinson, F C. (1987) "Sheep lice : prospects for eradication," Journal of the Department of Agriculture,
Western Australia, Series 4: Vol. 28: No. 2, Article 7.
Available at: https://researchlibrary.agric.wa.gov.au/journal_agriculture4/vol28/iss2/7

This article is brought to you for free and open access by the Agriculture at Digital Library. It has been accepted for
inclusion in Journal of the Department of Agriculture, Western Australia, Series 4 by an authorized administrator of
Digital Library. For more information, please contact library@dpird.wa.gov.au.

m°°

prospects for eradication
By F.C. Wilkinson, Principal Veterinary
Officer, Division of Animal Health

D Skeletons of lice in a
vegetable matter sample.
lOxmagnification.

Sheep biting lice have been controlled over the
past 86 years in Western Australia by a
combination of routine insecticidal treatment
after shearing and action by Department of
Agriculture officers under legislation.
In July 1987 the sheep industry and the State
Government will implement a plan to
eradicate lice from sheep flocks in the
agricultural areas and eventually in the pastoral
areas. To achieve this the co-operation of many
sectors of the industry will be required.
Assuming co-operation is forthcoming, it is
possible that by 1996 wool from the agricultural
area will be free of lice and insecticidal
treatment for lice will be the exception. The
rewards will be substantial: a cost saving on
insecticides and a more valuable clip free of
damage caused by lice and free of insecticides
used for lice treatment.

Description
The sheep body louse is an insect only one
millimetre long with a pale brown abdomen
crossed by several dark transverse bands.
The louse feeds on the skin surface, biting
sheep and causing intense irritation. It does
not suck blood. Sheep lice favour areas close
to the skin especially on the shoulder,
mid-side and flank. By parting wool over
these areas, they can be found clinging to
wool fibres, usually about 10 mm from the
skin surface. In cool weather they come closer
to the fleece tip.
Control
The present lice control programme relies
heavily on the routine use of insecticides after
shearing. About 60 per cent of the State's
sheep are given a backline treatment after the
annual shearing. A further 30 per cent are
dipped in an insecticidal solution. The
remainder are not treated. Added to this
control is action taken by stock inspectors at
saleyards to detect lice and the supervision of
eradication of lice from flocks known to have
lice.
More than half the lice on sheep are removed
with the wool at shearing and end up in the
bales. Most of the remainder are exposed and
die. A few survive in the longer wool
especially around the neck. Most sheep
inspected by departmental officers are in
saleyards and are usually recently shorn. As a
result the few lice remaining are difficult to
find. The Department estimates that 14 per
cent of sale lines have lice, but lice are
detected in only 1 per cent. Similarly, about
2 500 flocks are estimated to have lice at
shearing, but the Department only knows of
about 500 flocks, or one in five. Thus there is
ample chance for lice to spread from infested
to free flocks.
The overall result is that about 20 per cent of
flocks or 13 per cent of the State's sheep have
lice at shearing time. For each infested sheep
clean wool production is reduced on average
by 0.5 kg and the wool produced is 10 per
cent less valuable. At January 1987 wool
prices the average production loss due to
lice was $3 per infested sheep.
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•
Stock inspector Eileen
O'Neill inspecting sheep
for lice at Midland
saleyards.

Sheep lice and their control cost the State
wool industry about $20 million per year,
made up as follows:
Industry
Routine t r e a t m e n t - 3 0 m
$
7 500 000
sheep at 25c/head
Production loss-4 m
infested sheep at $3 per head
12 000 000
Government
Inspectorial services
TOTAL
Eradication

500 000
20 000 000

The plan for the eradication of the sheep
biting louse is based on extensive research
and a successful pilot programme being
undertaken in six shires in the Geraldton
region. This existing programme is similar to
that proposed for other shires.
In Greenough and Irwin shires, all flocks
have been inspected for lice and there are no
known infested flocks. They are assumed free
of lice. Routine treatment has been
discouraged and any flock owner who has
treated his sheep will have his flock inspected
before the next shearing.
The Shires of Chapman and Northampton are
provisionally free, that is less than 4 per cent

of flocks are known to be infested. Routine
treatment is being discouraged.
Within the Mullewa and Perenjori Shires all
flocks have been examined once for lice and
treatment of infested flocks has been
supervised. Another inspection is planned for
1987-88. Both shires are expected to be
provisionally free in 1988.
The major requirements for eradication are:
• community involvement;
• increased detection of lice;
• planned elimination of lice from infested
flocks, areas and regions; and
• decreased routine use of insecticides.
The table on page 71 shows the proposed
role of sheep owners during the first three
years of the eradication campaign.

•
A treatment for long
wool sheep can now
eradicate lice on these
sheep.

Community involvement
Local committees comprising representatives
from the farming community, shires and
government will be formed to:
• assist in locating sheep owners;
• encourage reporting of lice infestations;
• minimise the problem of stray sheep;
• organise and undertake mustering of
difficult areas;
• monitor progress of the programme; and
• extend information on lice.
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• Wool testing companies will routinely
check the vegetable matter of samples of
fleece lines whose ownership is known for
lice. This check is part of the usual yield
testing procedures.

Proposed role of sheep owners during lice eradication
campaign.
FIRST YEAR
Shearing
The farmer checks sheep for lice before shearing.
If lice are found, the farmer advises the Department of
Agriculture. An inspector helps plan eradication.
If no lice are found, treatment is optional but
discouraged.
One to two months

later

The vegetable matter test result is available. If lice are
found in the vegetable matter an inspector will visit
the property and help plan eradication.
Six months

crutching

The farmer checks sheep for lice.
If lice are found, the farmer advises the Department of
Agriculture. An inspector helps plan eradication.
Purchased

Increased detection
• Owners will be encouraged to look for lice
before shearing and report to an inspector if
lice are found.

sheep

Purchased sheep are either treated for lice as they
arrive on the property or kept separate from the main
flock.
Stray sheep
Stray sheep should be kept out of the property. If
sheep do stray in, the farmer checks them for lice.
Shearing

• Department of Agriculture officers will
inspect flocks not checked by wool testing
companies before the following shearing.
Planned elimination
When lice are detected an inspector will visit
the property and with the owner plan a
programme for elimination of the infestation.
He or she will also advise on preventing
re-infestation and check six months later to
ensure the lice have been eliminated.
Quarantine will only be imposed if there is a
danger of lice spreading to other flocks or the
owner is unable or unwilling to immediately
undertake treatment for eradication.
Decreased use of insecticides
Insecticides used routinely for lice eradication
after shearing often only reduce lice numbers
to a low level. Similarly some insecticides
jetted onto sheep to control blowfly strike kill
some lice. Both uses of insecticide make the
detection of infested flocks difficult. Therefore
owners will be asked to:
• Only use lice treatment if lice are found or
for purchased sheep to prevent introducing lice.
• Use blowfly control chemicals which do
not kill lice.
Under this eradication programme the
forecasted percentage of flocks with lice and
the usage of insecticides is shown in the
graph. Lice should be eradicated within nine
years from the agricultural areas, with the
only treatment being for sheep imported into
the State or those transported from pastoral
areas.

SECOND YEAR

•
Scratching and
chewed wool often
indicate the presence of
lice.

The farmer checks sheep for lice. If the flock did not
have a vegetable matter test for lice in the first year,
the owner notifies an inspector who will inspect the
flock for lice before shearing.
Other obligations are the same as for the first year.
THIRD YEAR
By the end of the third year the shire should be
declared provisionally free of lice, that is less than 4
per cent of flocks are known to have lice. Farmers will
be asked to stop routine treatment of their flock.
If a farmer insists on continuing routine treatment
then an inspection for lice will be arranged before
shearing.
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New technology
Two major breakthroughs make eradication of
lice feasible.
• The detection of lice-infested clips at the
point of sale (using a vegetable matter test).
• The availability of a treatment to eradicate
lice on long woolled sheep.
Vegetable matter test
Wool testing companies, when testing raw
wool for certification, can add an examination
for lice. The vegetable matter within the
sample is passed through an image sensor,
magnified and projected onto a screen.
Skeletonised lice can be seen on the screen.
A preliminary study of the efficacy of the test
and farmer' attitudes has been undertaken
and the results are encouraging. Fifty-five (80
per cent) of 68 flocks known to have lice
were detected by this test. Ninety per cent of
152 farmers interviewed said they wanted
their clips tested and 85 per cent were
prepared to pay between $10 and $100 for
the test. Ninety-one per cent of the farmers
agreed that the results of the test should be
given to the Department of Agriculture.
The proposal is that from September 1 wool
testing companies will test all fleece lines of
clips whose ownership is known. This will
involve 8 000 to 9 000 flocks and as many as
70 000 tests each year.
Long wool treatment
For the first time lice can be eradicated by
applying an insecticide one to ten months
after shearing. One product is registered for
application by jetting and others are expected
to become available. The lice are killed slowly
and live lice may be found up to eight weeks
after treatment.
Financing the programme
Economic analysis has indicated substantial
net benefits for wool producers from
eradicating lice. The net discounted (5 per
cent) saving over 20 years was calculated as
$24 million.
The programme will be financed by
contributions from the wool producer, wool
research and development funds and the
State Government. The total cost of the
programme in the first year is estimated to be
about $1.3 million. A contribution of $50 by
each wool producer has been recommended
by the Lice Eradication Policy Committee to
finance the extra costs involved in eradication
in 1987-88. The projected savings each year
are shown in the graph.
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